










Mal nommer les choses, c’est ajouter au malheur du monde





In the “new economy” an increasing number of platforms that exist thanks to user-generated input, content-sharing, ride-hailing, home-sharing and collaboration seek to project an image as caring, sharing communities, the members of which are inspired by community spirit and altruism. However, a distinction is in order between user-generated content made freely available by contributors to a non-profit website such as Wikipedia, where the narrative constructed by means of terms such as “community”, “members” and “sharing” appears to find some justification, and commercial platforms such as TripAdvisor, Foodora, Deliveroo, AirBnB and Uber, where profit is the prime objective. The altruistic behaviour on which Wiki is based is not necessarily the distinctive characteristic of the “sharing economy” as a whole. Making available a range of services across the platform economy, “tech giants” generate increasingly lucrative revenue streams, that are not distributed to the “members” of the “community” in the way that joint stock companies distribute dividends to shareholders. In this connection Bhatia’s concept of interdiscursivity (Bhatia, 2017) is particularly useful for casting light on cases in which the discourse of contract law and company law is relegated to the Terms and Conditions of Use on online platforms, whereas the discourse that enjoys the highest visibility is a “caring, sharing” narrative at odds with the substantial revenue streams generated by the platform economy.  While not seeking to examine the role of (unpaid) reviewers as “community members”, the paper focuses primarily on the characterisation of (low paid) drivers and riders (Uber, Deliveroo), underlining the fact that the terminology of employment law is either resemanticised or completely eliminated, and the employment status of drivers, riders and delivery staff is downgraded to that of “independent contractors” and “community members” by means of company policies that are in most cases an occluded (legal) genre not in the public domain. In one particular case, however, Deliveroo, the company policy resemanticising the employment relationship for the purposes of dissimulation was (inadvertently) made available in the public domain, making it possible to gain insight into these discourse practices. 
The concept of the “sharing economy” is increasingly widespread and at first sight would appear to be beyond reproach. Sharing is an ethical concept instilled in children by parents and educators at an early age, even before schooling begins, and highly valued in cultures around the world. Emblematic in this connection of the parable of the five loaves and two fish, or the Feeding of the Five Thousand, recounted in all four Gospels.​[1]​ The miraculous power of sharing not only enables the crowd to make optimal use of their limited resources, but actually increases the total quantity of goods available, to the equal benefit of all. In the world of art, the painting by the Baroque artist, Bernardo Strozzi (1581-1644), Feeding the Multitudes (La Molteplicazione dei Pani e dei Pesci),​[2]​ celebrates sharing as an ethical value of the highest order. “Sharing” thus has a powerful resonance and arguably a universally positive connotation. 
However, critical discourse analysis, critical genre analysis (Bhatia 2017), and business communication scholars have increasingly turned their attention to the concept of “the sharing economy”, claiming that it in many cases it deliberately misrepresents the social and economic relations it purports to portray. In Why The Sharing Economy is Destroying Prosperity Welsh argues that:

the sharing economy increases capacity.  It increases supply to areas which had constricted supply. Supply increases, and the profits and/or wages of those in the old sector go down […] All of these platforms: Spotify, AirBnB, […] take huge margins.  Spotify takes 30%.  […] In most cases, one or two sites control most of the business.  Maybe three.  That makes them oligopolies or monopolies. You go through them, or you don’t make a living, and once they are established, they are essentially impossible to dislodge. […] Instead what they do is lower prices, vastly concentrate earnings (30% is a lot, and makes you billions if you control any reasonable platform […]), and they lower wages and earnings to everyone who doesn’t control the platform. […] [What] the sharing economy does is lower the value of specific types of labor and assets, allowing more people to compete, but reducing the actual earnings for those who are in that market. […] The Sharing Economy really isn’t.  Sharing is the wrong word. (Welsh 2014, no page numbering, emphasis added)

Welsh is not alone in critiquing this concept. Autor and Dorn (2013) talk about “the growth of low-skill service jobs” and the “polarisation” of the US labor market. Rather than “the sharing economy,” Hamari et al., at the Copenhagen Business School, speak of “collaborative consumption” in the sense of “the peer-to-peer-based activity of obtaining, giving, or sharing the access to goods and services, coordinated through community-based online services” (Hamari et al 2016: 1). In a marketing perspective, Eckhardt & Bardhi refer to the gig economy, the platform economy and the access economy (Eckhardt & Bardhi, 2015), putting forward a cogent argument that market-mediated transactions do not count as sharing at all:

Sharing is a form of social exchange that takes place among people known to each other, without any profit. Sharing is an established practice, and dominates particular aspects of our life, such as within the family. By sharing and collectively consuming the household space of the home, family members establish a communal identity. When “sharing” is market-mediated — when a company is an intermediary between consumers who don’t know each other — it is no longer sharing at all. Rather, consumers are paying to access someone else’s goods or services for a particular period of time. It is an economic exchange, and consumers are after utilitarian, rather than social, value. (Eckhardt & Bardhi 2015: 1, emphasis added)

The less value-laden term “platform economy” is favoured by Drahokoupil and Fabo (2016), who also suggest the term “platform capitalism” while contesting the claim by Uber that they are promoting some kind of socialist project inspired by humanitarian principles:

‘Uber is in reality a socialist project of sharing aimed at providing ordinary people with more economic opportunities and improving their lives,’ reads a concluding sentence of a policy vision presented to members of parliaments in Europe by lobbyists of Uber. While the socialist ambitions of the company may be a tough sell, the initial reception of outsourcing platforms must have pleased the Uber lobbyists: their business model is now commonly discussed as a ‘sharing economy’.  (Drahokoupil and Fabo 2016: 1)

The European Commission adopts a competing conceptualisation, still with a positive connotation, though arguably their preferred term is also misleading:

The European Commission recently chose to use a more sober, yet equally misleading concept of a ‘collaborative economy’. ‘Collaboration’ does not typically relate to a marketplace, where the use of goods and services is facilitated. Major outsourcing platforms would be better described as ‘renting’ rather than ‘sharing’. We therefore propose to use the term ‘platform economy’. (Drahokoupil and Fabo 2016: 1).

In their study of Uber, Calo and Rosenblat put forward the argument that “the sharing economy” is a misnomer as it misrepresents the nature of the enterprise, and propose the term “the taking economy” as a more accurate characterisation:

The sharing economy seems poised to do a great deal of taking–extracting more and more value from participants while continuing to enjoy the veneer of a disruptive, socially minded enterprise. (Calo and Rosenblat 2017: 1627-1628)

They acknowledge the existence of competing characterisations, and refer to a number of different terms intended to identify these for-profit activities:

The sharing economy and its sister terms–“collaborative,” “platform,” or “gig” economy–refer to a set of techniques and practices that facilitate trusted transactions between strangers on a digital platform. […] Instead of hailing taxis or booking hotel rooms, today’s consumers can download an app or visit a website to connect with individuals willing to provide access to their private cars or homes. […] What distinguishes today’s services is the widespread availability of smartphones and other connected devices, as well as technologies like rating systems, that facilitate trust among strangers. (Calo and Rosenblat 2017: 1625)

The “gig” economy is often used as a synonym for the “sharing” economy:

Ride-hailing apps and delivery firms including Uber (​https:​/​​/​www.telegraph.co.uk​/​technology​/​2017​/​11​/​10​/​uber-loses-key-appeal-drivers-rights​/​​), Deliveroo  (​https:​/​​/​www.telegraph.co.uk​/​technology​/​2018​/​07​/​24​/​mp-calls-deliveroo-guarantee-riders-national-living-wage​/​​)and Addison Lee  (​https:​/​​/​www.theguardian.com​/​money​/​2017​/​sep​/​25​/​addison-lee-wrongly-classed-drivers-as-self-employed-tribunal-rules​)have all been embroiled in debates over workers’ rights and the gig economy (​https:​/​​/​www.telegraph.co.uk​/​technology​/​2017​/​07​/​05​/​uber-wages-centre-department-transport-probe​/​​). A series of employment tribunals have seen workers and unions calling for employee rights such as holiday pay.​[3]​

In this case the writer avoids referring to the “sharing economy” or Calo and Rosenblat’s “taking economy” but points out that “Uber takes a 25pc cut of most rides” thus adopting a perspective in line with that of “the taking economy”. References to the “gig” economy are found also in academic discourse, as in the work of Lobel (2016a, 2016b), and Prassl and Risak, who refer to “gigs”, “rides” or “tasks”:

A particularly salient instantiation of this phenomenon is crowdwork, a relatively recent model also known as crowdsourcing of labour or crowd employment. These notions describe an ICT-based form of organizing the outsourcing of tasks to a large pool of workers. The work (ranging from transportation services and cleaning to digital transcription or programming tasks) is referred to in a variety of ways, including ‘gigs’, ‘rides’, or ‘tasks’, and is offered to a large number of people (the ‘crowd’) by means of an internet-based ‘crowdsourcing platform’ […] This organisational model forms part of a larger set of processes known as ‘crowdsourcing’;[…] with customers (or indeed employers) referred to as ‘crowdsourcers’. (Prassl and Risak 2016: 3)

This brief survey highlights the fact that the “sharing economy” is by no means an uncontested term, but that a range of competing conceptualisations are used. The “sharing economy” seeks to project the image of a socially minded, ethical enterprise, whereas the “collaborative economy” also presents platform enterprises in a favourable light, without making such a strong ethical claim. The “gig” economy reflects the attempt to find a term with a positive connotation in the sense that it is taken from the world of jazz and rock music, with “gig” originating as a contraction of “engagement,”​[4]​ with the implication that ride-hailing drivers and delivery riders benefit from some vague connection to rock stars. The more neutral “platform economy” underlines the tech-based aspect, whereas the “taking economy” reflects a strongly critical stance, diametrically opposed to the “sharing economy”.
The contrast between the language used to describe traditional enterprises and firms in the platform economy is evident. To illustrate this point reference may be made to Maserati, founded in Bologna in 1914 by the Maserati brothers, that moved to Modena in 1937. The profile of the Maserati manufacturing facility at Grugliasco (Turin) on the company website provides is as follows: inauguration 2011; total area 182,300 m2; employees 1,950; suppliers 230; models produced: Maserati Quattroporte, Maserati Ghibli.​[5]​ The website highlights the geographic location of the company and the number of employees and suppliers, in contrast with the discourse of the platform economy, where there is rarely any geographic location or territorial identity, or any mention of employees. It will be argued in this study that the discourse of the sharing economy seeks to airbrush out of the picture references to employees, and employee rights, and the reasons for this will be investigated in the case studies below.
A further important point is that in a traditional enterprise, the legal domains are clearly identified: shareholder relations are regulated by company law, creditor relations by banking law, supplier relations by contract law, employee relations by employment protection law, customer relations by consumer protection law, and stakeholder relations by environmental protection law. However, in the discourse of the sharing economy all these domains remain in the background, with a carefully planned resemanticisation of corporate relations in terms of “the sharing economy,” “our community,” “our people-to-people platform,” and “our app”. When compared to the discourse of the bricks-and-mortar economy, the sharing economy constitutes a new world of discourse. This study seeks to cast light on the reasons for this resemanticisation, with reference to a number of enterprises in the sharing economy. Section 2 will focus on Foodora, and Section 3 on another delivery company, Deliveroo. In Section 4 the language of AirBnB will be analysed, and Section 5 will examine Uber. Each of these firms would merit a case study in its own right, but the aim here is to identify common traits across the range of services in the platform economy. Section 6 will conclude by considering alternative narratives resisting the resemanticisation of the enterprise highlighted in the various case studies.


The case of Foodora

Foodora, a food delivery platform that is part of a group known as Delivery Hero, recruits riders by means of an online video presented by a speaker adopting the persona of a friendly university student or yoga instructor rather than a recruitment consultant working for a company listed on the Frankfurt Stock Exchange with a market capitalisation of 4.4 billion euros.​[6]​ The tone is that of an informal chat with a friend giving helpful advice:

Hi everyone if you’re looking for an easy, fast weekend job, part-time job, online job, anything like that, this is the right channel for you. Now we’re going to talk about one of our opportunities in delivery jobs. Foodora is an online food delivery company which offers meals from 9000 restaurants in 10 countries worldwide. And the whole idea of working for Foodora is simply deliver food. And a few benefits you can have while being a Foodora rider. You will have flexible hours. It’s an ideal job for students if you’re looking for a part-time job. You can work and earn money by being active at the same time and the best of all you don’t need experience They will train you. But there are a few requirements. You need to have an iPhone 4X or something more modern than that like that so you can be connected with their community all the time that you’re working. A bike a car or a scooter. Flexibility to work at the weekends. And to be at least 18 years old of age. And of course you need to have permission to work in the country you’re applying from. That’s it. Pretty simple. (emphasis added)​[7]​







an ideal job for students	terms and conditions of employment
flexible hours / flexibility	overtime pay
you can connected with their community	you will be working for a company
you need to have an iPhone 4X	you need to have medical insurance
a bike, a car or a scooter	accident and injury cover

Table 1-1 Foodora recruitment video

The speaker does take some initial steps towards defining the relationship as work in the sense that she refers to “an easy, fast weekend job, part-time job, online job” and to “one of our opportunities in delivery jobs”. However, she shies away from the next stage in defining the employment relationship, taking pains to avoid the terms “employer” and “employee”. Rather, she refers to being “connected with their community all the time that you are working”. In this way the employer is resemanticised as part of a community that just like the “sharing economy” constitutes a strong ethical claim to being a socially minded enterprise while not giving rise to any legal obligation as an employer. The role of the worker is also resemanticised, in the sense that the intended hearer of the message is a “student” though also a consumer: “You need to have an iPhone 4X.” A further requirement is “a bike, a car or a scooter.” The vagueness of the term “community” is not a matter of chance: it is a term that allows the enterprise to avoid being characterised as an employer. The delivery riders are characterised as students or consumers (rather than workers) but also as keep-fit enthusiasts, in keeping with the “community” rhetoric of the sharing economy. On the website, the delivery rider is addressed as as a bike rider and tourist, riding round Vienna keeping fit and sightseeing with a Spotify-list:

Stay fit and enjoy cycling around beautiful Vienna. Your job will keep you fit. As a rider for Foodora in Vienna you can turn work and working out into one activity. Feel free to put on your favourite Spotify-list and start cruising around the historical old town, along the Donau or passing by the Prater. ​[8]​

In this Weltanschauung, expressions implying that the individual is an employee are carefully avoided. At most they can aspire to being a “member of a community”.


The case of Deliveroo

The term “community” plays the same role in another recruitment video in the sharing economy, for the food delivery platform, Deliveroo. The speaker is the same friendly student (or yoga instructor) in the Foodora video analysed above:

Hi you guys. This time we’re talking about Deliveroo. Deliveroo is another option as a delivery job. You will be self-employed and free to work in your own availability. When you’re available, you have a Deliveroo rider app especially for you to make it easy to plan ahead. And also a really big benefit is you get from Deliveroo is that you don’t only get money from your deliveries. You get to keep 100 per cent of your tips and you can also get money from reviewing people. But let’s just name a few more benefits, right. You have access to high-quality gear, like phone holders, protective clothing, helmets and lights. You have free international money transfers and discounts at Apple, movies and great restaurants. And you can be part of an online resource and an active community. But these are the requirements you need to have to ride for Deliveroo. You need to have a scooter, a motorbike or a bicycle with the necessary safety equipment, a smartphone and proof of your right to work in the country. So if you are interested and you want to know a bit more about Deliveroo you should go to appjob.com, select your city and then you can see if Deliveroo is an option. …That’s it. Bye bye.​[9]​ (emphasis added)

Key terms	Missing terms
a Deliveroo rider app	an employment contract
money from reviewing people	overtime pay
high-quality gear, like phone holders, protective clothing, helmets and lights.	accident and injury insurance
free international money transfers and discounts at Apple, movies and great restaurants	employee benefits such as paid annual leave, sick pay, maternity / paternity leave, pension contributions
Table 1-2 Deliveroo recruitment ad

This message is intended to resemanticise the relationship, so that the rider is no longer an employee, but a member of a (vaguely defined) community, characterised as a consumer rather than a worker. Riders have access to an app, a map, a map-holder, and discounts at Apple and at some great restaurants (based on the unsubstantiated claim that riders can afford the best restaurants) while having the opportunity to write reviews. Reviewers (TripAdvisor) tend to be consumers rather than workers, thus steering the discourse of the sharing economy farther away from the discourse of employment. 
In support of the claim that these lexical choices are part of a deliberate resemanticisation of the employment relationship to enable the employer to avoid taking on obligations, reference may be made to an internal document circulated by the Deliveroo management. It was not intended for the public domain, but The Guardian managed to obtain a copy:

Managers at Deliveroo (​https:​/​​/​www.theguardian.com​/​business​/​deliveroo​) have been given a list of dos and don’ts setting out how to talk to the firm’s food delivery riders, using terms that appear designed to fend off claims that they are employees. In a six-page document seen by the Guardian, Deliveroo says its couriers, who deliver takeaways, should always be referred to as “independent suppliers” – self-employed workers with few employment rights – rather than as employees, workers, staff or team members.​[10]​

The use of the term “independent suppliers” is not just a stylistic choice but intrinsic to the business model, enabling the company to avoid taking on the responsibilities of an employer. As shown in Tables 1-1 and 1-2 above, overtime pay, medical insurance, accident and injury cover, and pension contributions are eliminated:
The business models of gig-economy companies such as Deliveroo and taxi app Uber are based on using thousands of self-employed contractors rather than employees – a move that saves them millions of pounds in holiday pay, sick pay and tax. The workers have no right to the minimum wage.​[11]​
The Deliveroo management dedicated considerable time to resemanticising the employment relationship, resorting to sporting terminology (riders, kit, equipment, branded clothing) rather than business terminology (employees, uniform), using the language of contract law (supplier agreement) in the place of employment law (employment contract), modifying prepositions (working with Deliveroo rather than working for Deliveroo), coining new terms (onboarding rather than hiring), making reference to personal preference rather than subordination (availability rather than shifts), using the language of information technology and not human resources management (logging in rather than starting a shift/starting a session/clocking in), and the language of appraisal rather than disciplinary action (supplier agreement review rather than performance management / disciplinary meeting / (final) warning).​[12]​ Excerpts from the recommendations for words and phrases to describe working practices are reproduced below:

Do say: Supplier agreement, eg: “Your supplier agreement may be terminated if you continue to fail to meet the service delivery standards.” […]
Don’t say: Working for Deliveroo, eg: “Our drivers work for Deliveroo.” […]
Do say: Logging in.
Don’t say: Starting a shift/starting a session/clocking in. […]
Do say: Supplier agreement review
Don’t say: Performance management/disciplinary meeting/(final) warning […]
Do say: Rider community/Roo community
Don’t say: (Driver) fleet/(driver team/team members/our riders.​[13]​

The terminology in traditional enterprises, such as recruitment, hiring and firing, employment contracts, accident and injury insurance, medical insurance, and pension contributions is consigned to the waste bin (recycling facility).


The case of AirBnB

In the sharing economy the vaguely defined term “community” with its high moral tone plays a key role, not only in the case of Foodora and Deliveroo. It is a leitmotiv also in the discourse of AirBnB: “Airbnb is no longer a community just for individuals renting out their space or properties on their own,” said AirBnB CEO Scott Shatford.​[14]​ The company overshadows Foodora and Deliveroo in terms of market capitalisation:

Over the years, Airbnb has cemented its position as a poster child of the “sharing economy” along with Uber, thanks to its pioneering efforts in using technology to carve out a multi-billion dollar opportunity […] We estimate that Airbnb is worth at least $38 billion.​[15]​

In a different sector and with a different business model from delivery firms, not basing its fortunes on the efforts of riders and not so anxious about being classified as an employer, AirBnB incorporates into its corporate rhetoric a high moral tone and ethical claims that go beyond the standard mission statements of US corporations. The AirBnB Citizen Community Compact makes the following claim, implying philanthropic rather than business objectives:

AirBnB Citizen Community Compact
Airbnb is a people-to-people platform—of the people, by the people and for the people—that was created during the Great Recession to help people around the world use what is typically their greatest expense.​[16]​ (emphasis added)

The high moral tone is achieved by means of a quotation from the Gettysburg Address, though no credit is given to Abraham Lincoln. The lofty tone continues with an expression of concern about middle-income households and income inequality:

Airbnb creates economic opportunity. The typical middle-income host in the United States can earn the equivalent of a 14 percent annual raise sharing only the home in which they live at a time when economic inequality is a major challenge.​[17]​ (emphasis added) 

AirBnB claims to be a force for the good, as it “democratizes travel”:

Airbnb democratizes travel so anyone can belong anywhere — 35 percent of the people who travel on Airbnb say they would not have traveled or stayed as long but for Airbnb. Airbnb is home to good travelers and good neighbors who contribute to their communities.​[18]​ (emphasis added)

This conception of “community” is problematic in that “local communities” have been taking to the streets in protest, as reported in The Observer. From the perspective of residents in Barcelona, Paris and New York the “sharing economy” is the “taking economy”:

Barcelona marches to curb negative effects of tourism boom
Community groups join forces to protest over soaring level of rents fuelled by a big rise in visitor numbers The citizens have never been consulted about this, although they’re the ones who suffer the consequences and aren’t enjoying the benefits.​[19]​ 

Paris
Airbnb has been accused of helping to turn beautiful cities into places that work for tourists but drive up local rents and house prices, forcing out residents. The issue has come to a head in Paris. The French capital is Airbnb’s number one destination, with about 65,000 listings.​[20]​

New York
Airbnb privatizes the benefits and socializes the costs. As a resident in a NYC condo building, to have a parade of unknown, temporary residents invading my building via Airbnb is a real issue.  They by definition do not have the community living perspective of maintaining the common building as a home.  […]   Community living demands communities, not transients.  Shoulder to shoulder living in big cities creates a need for the refuge of an apartment building, to be used as an oasis where one can find this sense of home, protection, knowing your neighbors […] Airbnb takes this security away.​[21]​

The contested concept of “community” as promoted by AirBnB is now making inroads as a loanword also in Italian, via TripAdvisor.  Vedi le recensioni più recenti: Leggi le recensioni e le opinioni della nostra community internazionale di viaggiatori.​[22]​ 


The case of Uber

As the leading global operator in ride-hailing, Uber has attracted extensive coverage due to its “disruptive” impact,​[23]​ with “disruptive” taken as a badge of honour. Adopting the resemanticisation of Foodora and Deliveroo, it reconfigures the employment relationship of its drivers, to downgrade their status to that of “independent contractors”.   

[As] Uber has said around the world, the ride-hailing app doesn’t employ drivers. They’re all self-employed, responsible for paying their own car, gas and insurance expenses and working whenever they want. Uber doesn’t pay labor taxes or make social security contributions, nor does it give sick leave or ensure a minimum wage. All it does is to collect a 20-30 per cent commission for connecting driver to passenger.​[24]​

This conceptualisation of the relationship appears to be in line with the “gig” economy in which individuals provide services on an occasional basis on the basis of flexible arrangements. However, this seems at best to be a disingenuous conceptualisation of a relationship that could be more accurately characterised as dependency, like employees in a “bricks-and-mortar” enterprise, to use the term adopted in a disparaging sense by the platform economy:

This employer function includes control over the very existence of an employment relationship, from the power of selection to the choice of dismissing a worker. At first glance, it might appear that the platform has little control over individual ‘rides’, their inception and termination: Uber customers use the app on their smartphones to request rides from a specific location, information that is instantly broadcast to drivers in the area. […] Drivers may accept a ride request, and are then directed to the relevant customer. […] In reality, on the other hand, the relationship between platform and workers is a much more long-term and durable one, irrespective of short individual engagements: the platform is fully in control of the existence of the relationship. […] Uber is similarly in charge of terminating its driver’s access to the platform.​[25]​


The dependency relationship is highlighted by the procedure adopted by Uber to terminate the relationship. Instead of a dismissal letter, as in a traditional company, Uber deactivates the driver’s account, with the result that an error message is received. In this resemanticisation of the act of dismissal, the human dimension is eclipsed, and the language of employment law is substituted with that of information technology. It is the app that terminates the driver:
It’s every Uber driver’s worst nightmare: To receive an email from Uber letting you know that you’ve been deactivated as an Uber partner, or a message in the app that says you can’t drive. It’s a huge disappointment to be fired from your ride sharing job, and to make things worse, you’re given little to no warning or explanation about your deactivation. Instead, when you try to log on to drive, you’re greeted with an error message.​[26]​ 
In addition to Uber’s attempts to reconfigure the employment relationship to turn the drivers into independent contractors, its systematic attempts to deceive authorities have been widely reported​[27]​ and it has been the object of numerous academic studies (Calo and Rosenblat 2017). The present study makes no claim to do justice to the emergence of this highly controversial firm, that would require a book-length study, but some observations are in order about the term “community” in the Uber public relations material. The Uber newsroom does not limit its claims to Uber being part of a community but portrays the company as taking pride in giving back to the community as if it were a philanthropic organisation:

In celebration of three years in the great state of Arizona we got together with some of our driver partners to give back to the community that has given so much to us over the past few years. The Uber team along with 75 driver partners got together this weekend and contributed to five different charities in five cities across the greater Phoenix area. Uber has always been committed to giving back to the communities we serve and are constantly exploring new ways to provide value to our partners. We recognize that these folks keep our system moving and drive Uber forward. That’s why, for the first time ever, driver partners got together to volunteer.​[28]​







Resisting the resemanticisation of the enterprise

By way of conclusion, some observations are in order with regard to attempts to undermine employment protections as outlined above. In recent years, riders and drivers in the “sharing economy” have taken action to resist the resemanticisation of the employment relationship, including protest movements and legal action. Concepts such as the “sharing economy”, “flexibility” and “zero hours contracts” are hotly contested, especially among the generation of “twenty somethings”:

Theresa May, and David Cameron before her, have constructed a narrative of a fruitful, flexible relationship between the employer and employee in terms of their relationship in zero hours contracts. In truth, many twenty somethings like myself, having worked under these contracts for various companies, are being exploited. Brendan Sharp​[29]​ (emphasis added)

In line with Otto Kahn-Freund’s classic dictum that “labour relations are power relations”, Bourdieu, Foucault and others argue that discourse relations are power relations. By attempting to resemanticise the relationship as an employment relationship, the “twenty somethings” can take steps towards obtaining the employment rights that have been eliminated from the rhetoric of the “sharing economy” outlined above. Employment tribunals have been highly critical of the employment policies in the sharing economy:

Uber tribunal judges criticize ‘fictions’ and ‘twisted narratives’

Judges who ruled that Uber drivers are not self-employed make scathing assessment of the company
The employment tribunal judges who ruled that the Uber drivers are not self-employed  (​https:​/​​/​www.theguardian.com​/​technology​/​2016​/​oct​/​28​/​uber-uk-tribunal-self-employed-status​)and should be paid the “national living wage” were scathing in their assessment of the company. Among the most unequivocal sections of the judgment:
Any organisation ... resorting in its documentation to fictions, twisted language and even brand new terminology, merits, we think, a degree of scepticism. The notion that Uber (​https:​/​​/​www.theguardian.com​/​technology​/​uber​) in London is a mosaic of 30,000 small businesses linked by a common ‘platform’ is to our minds faintly ridiculous. We are satisfied that the supposed driver/passenger contract is a pure fiction which bears no relation to the real dealings and relationships between the parties. It is not real to regard Uber as working ‘for’ the drivers ... the only sensible interpretation is that the relationship is the other way around.​[30]​

Delivery staff employed by traditional companies are provided with medical insurance along with accident and injury cover, whereas in the “sharing economy” (or “taking economy”), accident and injury cover is completely lacking. In other words, a rider who is employed by a “company” has medical and accident insurance whereas a rider in a “community” is exposed to occupational risks without insurance. The distinction is not just semantic, as shown in this case:

Milano, fattorino di Just eat finisce sotto un tram durante un sorpasso: gamba amputata 
Milan: Just Eat rider ends up under a tram while overtaking: leg amputated​[31]​
la Repubblica Milan 17.05.2018
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